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Abstract
Just as in traditional bullying, bystanders play a pivotal role in cyberbullying as well. The current
study sought to elucidate characteristics that distinguish individuals who act as passive
bystanders from those who intervene on a victim’s behalf who is cyberbullied (“active
bystanders”). Of particular interest was to examine whether empathy, moral beliefs and emotion
regulation predict bystanding. Social self-efficacy, i.e., the belief in one’s ability to express one’s
opinion and handle interpersonal conflict, was also examined. A sample of 400 college students
completed a set of self-report instruments assessing these constructs and cyberbullying.
Additionally, participants were asked how they would respond (e.g., “do nothing”, “respond to
the bully directly within the thread”) to three interspersed lab-generated scenarios of
cyberbullying. Using latent path modeling, I investigated how empathy, moral disengagement,
and emotion regulation interrelate to predict bystanding in response to cyberbullying. The results
indicated a direct relationship between active bystanders’ empathic concern and their perceived
social self-efficacy to confront a bully (“active bystanding”). The findings regarding passive
bystanders’ non-intervention were more complicated. Less empathy was related to greater moral
disengagement, which in turn was associated with less involvement in the bullying situation.
Furthermore, social self-efficacy mediated the relationship between empathy and emotion
regulation with passive bystanding. This study’s implications for reducing or preventing
cyberbullying are discussed.
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The Mediating Effect of Moral Beliefs on Responses to Cyberbullying Scenarios
The ubiquity of using social media has resulted in an increase of cyberbullying, defined
as harassment using communication technology (e.g., the internet, cell phones and similar
devices) with the intention to harm, humiliate or defame others through hostile postings of text or
images using social media (U.S. Legal Definition). Cyberbullying mirrors traditional bullying in
that, aside from a bully and a victim, many of the same roles seen in traditional bullying contexts
are mimicked, even enhanced, on the internet, including so-called bystanding (Van Noorden,
Haselager, Cillessen, & Bukowski, 2014). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
reported in the 2013 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey that 14.8% of students in grades 9
through 12 experienced cyberbullying in the past year (Kann et al., 2013). Parents are frequently
guilty of underestimating the involvement their children may have with cyberbullying (Byrne,
Katz, & Lee, 2014).
Bully and victim are not the only players in bullying situations – both online and offline.
An additional individual, a so-called bystander, may either witness bullying (Barlinska, Szuster,
and Winiewski, 2013) or have an outside, noninvolved role (Van Noorden et al., 2014). When
witnessing bullying in real life situations, bystanders may intervene on the victim’s behalf or,
alternatively, do nothing (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996).
When bystanders intervene on social media and either confront the bully or report the bullying,
this may limit the spread of rumors, harmful posts or images and decrease the likelihood that the
bullying will continue (Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011). In contrast, when bystanders do
not intervene, this lack of action may inadvertently foster bullying (Twemlow, Fongay, Sacco,
Gies, & Hess, 2001). Therefore, if we seek to decrease or prevent cyberbullying, it is important
to find out which bystander attributes and situational variables predict bystander action or
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inaction. Shedding light on this question was the purpose of the study reported below.
Previous research has identified several variables (e.g., empathy, moral disengagement,
emotion regulation) that may influence whether an individual will intervene in a bullying
situation. For example, people who empathize with the victim are more likely to speak on the
victim's behalf (Ang & Goh, 2010). Empathy is the ability to place oneself in another person’s
shoes and to understand what the person is experiencing in a given situation. We distinguish
cognitive and emotional empathy (Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoe, 2007). Cognitive empathy is
defined as the ability to take another’s perspective. Individuals high in cognitive empathy
accurately interpret another’s thoughts and feelings and understand how these reactions can
influence the person’s behavior. Emotional empathy, also known as affective empathy, refers to
the ability to feel the same emotional responses as another person. That is, an individual high in
emotional empathy will become distressed when witnessing another person’s distress. Not
surprisingly, most studies have found an inverse relationship between empathy and bullying
(Gini et al., 2007; Caravita, Di Blasio, & Salmivalli, 2009; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006).
However these studies each define empathy differently and have not always separated the
cognitive and affective aspects. In a systematic review of the literature, Van Noorden and
colleagues (2014) found that the association between bystanding and empathy is still unclear due
to the paucity of research and contradictory findings, which may stem from the lack of
distinguishing between types of empathy. More research is therefore needed to elucidate what
role empathy plays when bystanders intervene in cyberbullying or fail to do so.
Another variable possibly relevant to understanding the bystander effect is moral
disengagement Bandura (1991). A morally disengaged individual may justify someone else’s
deviant behavior (e.g., the person “deserved to be bullied”) and rationalize the choice not to
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intervene (e.g., “it’s none of my business”). Bandura (1991) has detailed eight aspects the
rationalization associated with moral disengagement, including moral justification, diffusion of
responsibility, displacement of responsibility, attribution of blame, advantageous comparison,
dehumanization, euphemistic language, and distortion of consequences. Previous research has
shown that higher levels of moral disengagement are associated with increased bullying,
regardless of whether the behavior occurs in cyber space or traditional settings (Pornari & Wood,
2010). Similarly, moral disengagement also decreases the likelihood that a bystander will
intervene on a person’s behalf both in cyber space (Van Cleemput, Vandebosch, & Pabian, 2014)
and traditional settings (Salmivalli, Kama, & Poskiparta, 2011).
Preliminary research suggests that bystanders’ emotion regulation skills may also
influence the likelihood that they will take action. Gross (1998) defines emotion regulation as a
means of individuals’ ability to exert control over when and how they experience emotions, as
well as how these emotions are expressed. The ability to process emotions and appropriately
respond to a situation has been associated with more adaptive social behaviors (Eisenberg,
2000). However, more recent research has found that knowledge of emotion regulation is
occasionally also associated not only with positive but also negative interpersonal behaviors
(Cote, Decelles, McCarthy, Van Kleef, & Hideg, 2011). These authors suggest that emotionregulation knowledge can be a double-edged sword because, while this knowledge may
encourage prosocial behavior in some, it may also lead other individuals to act in ways that are
interpersonally deviant, depending on specific personality traits. They further found that
knowledge of emotion regulation was not associated directly with either prosocial or antisocial
behaviors, but instead acted as a mediator. That is, the ability to manipulate emotions
strengthened the relationship between moral beliefs (both positive and negative) and prosocial
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and antisocial behavior. It is because of these findings that emotion regulation, specifically
Gross’s (1998) concept of emotional suppression, should be considered an important variable. I
predicted that emotion suppression would reduce the tendency to take on a cyber victim’s
distress, which would in turn lessen the bystander’s likelihood of intervening.
Lastly, whether individuals intervene in a bullying situation, be it off-line or online, may
largely depend on their social self-efficacy, i.e., the degree to which they believe in their ability
to express their opinion in a bullying situation and handle interpersonal conflict competently
(Smith & Betz, 2000). It is reasonable to assume that bystanders with high social self-efficacy
have a greater belief in their interpersonal effectiveness and thus are more confident in their
capacity to stand up to a bully and defend someone against bullying. Therefore, social selfefficacy was also considered an important variable to be included in the model.
Hypotheses
Latent path modeling was used to investigate how empathy, moral disengagement, and
emotion regulation interrelate to predict bystanding in response to cyberbullying. Specifically, it
was hypothesized that affective empathy would predict moral disengagement, which in turn
would predict online bystander behavior. Based on the structural model proposed by Van
Cleemput and colleagues (2014), I hypothesized that higher levels of empathy would be
associated with more distress in individuals who were witnessing cyberbullying. Also,
participants with higher levels of reactivity (i.e., subjective distress) would display less moral
disengagement. In contrast, I hypothesized that higher levels of emotion regulation (specifically
suppression) would be associated with lower levels of reported subjective distress (i.e., less
change in participants’ mood as measured by the Brief Mood Introspection scale before and after
viewing each of the three cyberbullying scenarios) and greater levels of moral disengagement. I
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further assumed that higher levels of moral disengagement would reduce active bystanding and
increase the likelihood of passive bystanding. Finally, I predicted that higher levels of social selfefficacy would be associated with increased action taking and decreased passive bystanding.
Methods
Participants
Data were collected from 400 college students (193 males, 204 females, 3 did not
respond) from a large northeastern university (for descriptive information see Table 1). The
participants’ mean age was 19.1 years. The majority were freshmen (52.3%), followed by
sophomores (24.5%), juniors (13.5%) and seniors (9%), with one participant (0.3%) being nonmatriculated. Over half of the sample identified themselves as Caucasian (56%), followed by
African American (15.5%), Asian (12.5%), Mixed (4.3%), Native American (2.3%), and Other
(2.5%); 7% declined to respond.
Procedure
The study was approved by the university’s institutional review board. Participants were
recruited from introductory psychology classes and received research credit. Upon arrival at the
lab, participants provided informed consent and completed a set of computerized questionnaires
presented in counter-balanced order. Interspersed between questionnaires were three labgenerated scenarios of cyberbullying. Participants were asked how they would respond (e.g., “do
nothing”, “respond to the bully directly within the thread”) to these three vignettes. The scenarios
incorporated the use of three types of social media interactions, and each had a different focal
topic. The first scenario involved cyberbullying (negative comments about an individual’s
weight) via Facebook (see Figure 1A). The second scenario was featured on Tumblr, an online
blogging site, and depicted an anonymous user attacking the blogger via the direct messaging
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tool (Figure 1B). The third scenario showed the reposting of a photo that was originally featured
on someone’s Instagram account and featured a poster slamming the individual pictured (Figure
1C). Immediately before and after viewing each of these scenarios, participants were asked to
rate their mood on the Brief Mood Introspection Scale (see below).
Measures
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI). The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis,
1980) served to measure empathy. The IRI consists of 28 items, each answered on a 5-point
Likert-type scale from 1 (“does not describe me well”) to 5 (“describes me very well”). The
instrument has four subscales measuring different aspects of empathy. For the purpose of the
present study, only the Empathic Concern subscale was used, which measures an individual’s
feelings of concern and sympathy for another. It had an internal consistency of .77 (Cronbach’s
α).
Brief Mood Introspection Scale (BMIS). A modified version of the Brief Mood
Introspection Scale (BMIS; Mayer and Gaschke, 1988) was given to participants to track mood
six times, i.e., before and after viewing each of the three cyberbullying scenarios. The BMIS
used in this study consisted of ten items including calm, depressed, happy, frustrated, angry,
upset, self-confident, content, peppy, and nervous. Each item was scored on a 7-point scale with
responses ranging from 1 (definitely do not feel) to 7 (definitely feel). Negative mood was
measured using the summed ratings of the following items: depressed, frustrated, angry, upset,
and nervous. The internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) for each of the six administrations
was as follows: 1st measure (α=.84), 2nd measure (α=.87), 3rd measure (α=.90), 4th measure
(α=.89), 5th measure (α=.91), 6th measure (α=.91).
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. The Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ;
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Gross and John, 2003) measures individuals’ process of regulating emotions on a 10-item scale.
Items evaluate respondents’ emotional experiences as well as their emotional expression.
Participants rate their agreement with each statement on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strong
disagreement) to 7 (strong agreement). The ERQ is composed of two subscales with good
internal consistency: Reappraisal (α=.79) and Suppression (α=.73) (Gross and John, 2003). For
the purpose of the present study, we considered only the Emotion Suppression subscale which
had an internal consistency of α=.78.
Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement Scale. The Mechanisms of Moral
Disengagement Scale (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, and Pastorelli, 1996) consists of 32 items
that are rated on a 3-point scale (1=“disagree”, 2=“not sure”, 3=“agree”). The questionnaire was
developed to measure young persons’ moral disengagement by which they justify and rationalize
misconduct – their own and that perpetrated by others – that is hurtful or harmful to other people.
High moral disengagers displace the responsibility for their detrimental actions onto the victim
and experience little concern over the suffering inflicted on others. Thus, moral disengagers
show low self-control and do not assume personal responsibility for injurious actions. In
contrast, individuals who take responsibility for their behavior and recriminate themselves for
injurious actions toward others show strengthened self-control and a sense of empathy toward
others.
The full scale has a Cronbach’s alpha of .82 (Bandura et. al, 1996). The scale is
composed of 8 subscales, but for the purpose of the present study the full scale was employed.
As the participants in the current study were college students, not adolescents, some of the items
in Bandura’s original scale were modified. For example, one question asks if borrowing
someone’s bicycle without asking is stealing. We changed “bike” to “things” so as to make the
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question more age appropriate and relatable. The internal consistency for the Moral
Disengagement measure in the current sample was α=.87
Scale of Perceived Social Self-Efficacy (PSSE). The Perceived Social Self-Efficacy
Scale (PSSE) is a 25-item questionnaire that assesses individuals’ self-efficacy in various social
situations (Smith and Betz, 2000) using a 5-point Likert scale with answer choices ranging from
1 (no confidence at all) to 5 (complete confidence). Smith and Betz report a high internal
reliability (α=.94) as well as a good test-retest reliability of .82. Similarly, the internal
consistency for the present was also high (α=.96).
Adolescent Peer Relations Instrument. The Adolescent Peer Relations Instrument
(Parada, 2000) is a 36-item measure that consists of six subscales. The measure evaluates the
prevalence of physical, verbal and social bullying from the perspective of being both a
perpetrator and a victim. Cronbach’s alpha was high for both the total bully score (α=.93) and the
total victim score (α=.95) (Parada, 2000). The present study found similarly high internal
consistency scores of α=.91 (total bully score) and α=.95 (total victim score).
Cyberbullying and Online Aggression Survey. The Cyberbullying and Online
Aggression Survey (Parada, 2000; Patchin and Hinduja, 2006) measures cyberbullying
victimization and perpetration, as well as bystanding. The questionnaire consists of 52 items that
yield two subscales (a Victimization Scale as well as an Offending Scale). For the present study,
some of the items were edited to make them more relevant and replace referenced dated social
media outlets. For example, ‘Facebook’, ‘Twitter’, ‘Instagram’, and ‘Tumblr’ were used to
replace websites such as ‘Myspace’, ‘Xanga’ and ‘Friendster’ as their popularity has decreased
in recent years. Previous studies have achieved acceptable internal consistency with a
Cronbach’s alpha for the Victimization scale of .74 and the Offending scale of .76. The present
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study achieved comparable internal consistencies of α=.77 (Victimization scale) and α=.75
(Offending scale).
In addition to these scales, we asked the participants questions about their experience
with bullying. Two questions assessed whether the participants had cyberbullied others within
their lifetime and within the past 30 days. Another two questions assessed whether participants to
had been cyberbullied within their lifetime and within the past 30 days. For lifetime questions,
participants responded on a 6-point Likert type scale from 1 (never) to 6 (very often). For pastmonth questions, a four-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (never) to 4 (many times).
Data Analytical Plan
Missing data and descriptive statistics. Upon completing the survey, participants were
asked if they had responded honestly, and they were given the option of having their data
excluded if they had not. The data of 51 participants were excluded based on this question; the
data of 400 participants remained for analyses. A missing values analysis was conducted (using
SPSS Version 22) which showed that no variable had more than 5% of missing values. Little’s
MCAR test indicated that the data were missing completely at random, χ2(58227) = 51633.71, p=
1.00. Therefore expectation maximization procedures were used to estimate missing values.
The manifest variables used to compose the latent variables are presented in Table 2.
Since both empathic concern and social self-efficacy were not composed of distinct subscales, I
used a parceling procedure to accommodate the relatively small sample sizes (Kline, 2011).
Ranking all items according to their factor loadings created parcels. Higher loading items were
paired with the next highest loadings in inverted order, and the item scores that made up each
assigned parcel were averaged.
Analytic approach: Structural equation modeling. EQS 6.3 was used to perform
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Structural Equation Modeling to evaluate the hypotheses of the study. The fit of the proposed
measurement model was first assessed, followed by the assessment of the proposed structural
model. The first step in this assessment was to evaluate whether the proposed measurement
model was justifiable. Robust estimation was used to correct for univariate non-normality. When
it was determined that any variance was not due to measurement issues, I proceeded to test the
structural fit of the model. The proposed structural model was tested similarly
The suggested values of goodness of fit of structural equation models are CFI≥ .95,
SRMR≤ .08, AGFI≥.90 and RMSEA≤ .06 (Hu and Bentler, 1999). These specific fit indices
assess three dimensions. The first is the incremental fit index (measured by CFI); it expresses the
relative improvement in fit of the proposed model when compared to a baseline statistical model.
The second is the absolute fit index (measured by SRMR); it indicates the proportion of
covariance in the sample data matrix that is explained by the model. Finally, a third goodnessof-fit indicator is model parsimony (measured by AGFI and RMSEA); a parsimonious model is
considered better than a more complex model (Kline, 2011). After the initial test, I re-specified
the model based off of the LaGrange Multiplier test as it fit with the theoretical model. Finally, I
compared the fit of the initial and the final structural model using the Akaike Information
Criterion (AIC), where lower values indicate better fit.
Results
Initial Analyses
Descriptives: I used descriptive statistics to explore the occurrence of cyberbullying
within the sample (Table 3). Fifty-seven participants (put here what % of the sample) reported
cyberbullying someone within the past month. Of those, 11.5% (n=46) admitted having done it
once or twice, 2.3% (n=9) a few times, and 0.5% (n=2) many times. Of the remaining 343
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participants, 85.3% (n=341) denied cyberbullying someone, and two participants declined to
respond. Also within the past month, 8.8% (n=35) reported having been cyberbullied once or
twice, 4.5% (n=18) a few times, and 0.8% (n=3) many times. The remaining 86% (n=344)
denied having been cyberbullied. Approximately half of the sample (49%, n=196) endorsed
cyberbullying someone else at least once in their lifetime, and almost two-thirds (64.6%, n=259)
endorsed having been cyberbullied at least once in their lifetime.
Normality of variables: I assessed the univariate normality of the variables. Negative
mood was positively skewed and was square-root transformed. I then tested multivariate
normality using Mahalanobis’s distance and chi-square analyses. Six individuals with a score
below p<.001 were excluded from further analyses. Mardia’s normalized multivariate kurtosis
was used to further identify multivariate non-normality in these data via EQS. Bentler (1995)
states that in Structural Equation Modeling Mardia’s coefficient >5 violates multivariate
normality. As Mardia’s normalized multivariate kurtosis equaled 96.21, I used the SatorraBentler (SB) chi-square to correct for any issues related to multivariate non-normality in the fit
statistics. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables of interest.
Measurement Model
The fit indices for the initial measurement model were SBχ2 (464)= 1143.78, p<.001,
CFI=.936, SRMR=.065, AGFI=.792, RMSEA=.61 (95% CI: .057, .065). Initially, I did not
account for covariation between the errors of baseline and subjective distress. The LaGrange
Multiplier tests indicated a better fit if the three corresponding errors were covaried. The fit
indices for the final measurement model indicated good fit, S-Bχ2 (464) = 866.95, p<.001,
CFI=0.953, SRMR=.053, AGFI=.849, RMSEA=.047 (95% CI: .042, .052).
Structural Model
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For the structural phase of the data analyses, the fit of the theoretical model was again
assessed (Figure 2). The fit indices for the proposed structural model were as follows: S-B χ2
(481) = 1022.04, p<.001, CFI=.937, SRMR=.098, AGFI=.833, RMSEA=.053 (95% CI: 0.049,
0.058). In the final model, a path originally drawn between empathy and subjective distress was
rejected, and instead a direct path from empathy to active bystanding was added (Figure 3).
Additionally, the non-significant paths from emotion regulation to subjective distress and moral
disengagement were removed. Lastly, pathways from moral disengagement as well as perceived
social self-efficacy to active bystanding were also removed from the model. LaGrange multiplier
tests suggested the addition of two paths: one from emotion regulation to social self-efficacy and
another from empathy to active bystanding. After the path from empathy was added, the
relationship between social self-efficacy and active bystanding was no longer significant and was
also removed from the model. Analyses indicated a good fit between the data and the final
model, S-Bχ2 (484)= 1000.95, p<.001, CFI=.941, SRMR=.089 RMSEA=.052 (95% CI: .047,
.056). A comparison of the AIC for the initial structural model (AIC=60.04) against the AIC for
the final model (AIC=25.95) revealed a better fit for the final model. Table 4 displays the
standardized path coefficients and R2 values, and Figure 3 displays the unstandardized path
coefficients.
Discussion
This study makes three important contributions to the literature. First, cyberbullying has
typically been studied in teens, whereas this investigation has focused on undergraduate students,
a population that to date has been understudied in regards to cyberbullying and bystanding
behavior. Due to a paucity of research involving this age group, the extent to which
cyberbullying affects college students was unknown. The current results suggest that
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cyberbullying is a significant problem on college campuses. The data showed that approximately
15% of the present sample had either cyberbullied someone or had been cyberbullied just within
the last month. Kann and colleagues (2013) showed that 14.8% of a sample of 9th through 12th
graders reported experiencing cyberbullying within the past year. In comparison, the present
findings showed that approximately half of the college students had cyberbullied another person
and almost two-thirds had been victims of cyberbullying at least once in their lifetime. These
data are worrisome because of the extent of cyberbullying among young adults who may already
experience a great deal of stress due to the fact that they are living away from home for the first
time in their lives, try to make new friends and try to fit in with their new social environment.
Although beginning college is an exciting turning point in life, the transition to a new
environment can be a stressful (Gerdes and Mallinckrodt, 1994). Adding cyberbullying to an
already stressful life period can prove to be devastating and highlights the need for increased
attention to this problem on college campuses.
A second contribution of the present study is the finding is that only the presence of
empathic concern predicted whether someone would actively confront a bully. In contrast,
explaining passive bystanding was more complicated, as discussed below. I found that emotion
regulation did not predict distressing feelings to the bullying situations. It is possible that this
may have been due in part to the questionnaire used to measure emotion regulation. Emotion
regulation details the way in which people respond to their environment and to demands (Aldao,
2013), and I assumed that the degree to which individuals can regulate their emotions should
predict reactivity. In the present study, only one aspect of emotional regulation was used, i.e.,
emotion suppression, to predict subjective distress. The lack of a relationship between emotion
suppression and negative reactivity is not surprising given previous research linking emotion
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suppression to increases in negative feelings. After writing about a distressing event, the link
between emotion suppression and negative feelings is further complicated by an individual’s
personality characteristics, e.g., negative affect temperament (Dalgleish, Yiend, Schqeizer,
Dunn, 2009). Future research should investigate the role of other forms of emotion regulation,
such as cognitive reappraisal, in predicting the degree of subjective distress an individual
experiences when witnessing bullying.
The third contribution of this study was the finding that emotion regulation, specifically
emotion suppression, plays a role in predicting passive bystanding via social self-efficacy.
Research from Richards and Gross (1999) suggests that the regulation of emotions introduces a
“cognitive burden.” In other words, individuals who exert effort to suppress their emotions may
not attend to important information about a situation. The cognitive load related to emotional
suppression may lead to distorted beliefs about their social prowess which, in turn, results in
uncertainty when witnessing a conflict. Given that many anti-bullying interventions target social
self-efficacy, it may be useful for these interventions to address acceptance of discomforting
emotions in these situations.
It is conceivable that the relationship between social self-efficacy and emotion
suppression may also be the inverse of what Richards and Gross suggest, i.e., that low social
self-efficacy predicts emotion suppression. People with low social self-efficacy may suppress
emotions as a way of dealing with difficult interpersonal situations. These individuals may then
suppress the negative emotions that come about as a result of their low social self-efficacy. More
research is needed to understand the context within which low social self-efficacy may lead to
emotion suppression and the context within which emotion suppression may lead individuals to
question their ability to make an impact and intervene in a situation successfully, and thus lower
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their social self-efficacy. Emotion regulation has been shown to be associated with both
prosocial and antisocial behaviors (Cote et al., 2011). While emotion regulation can serve as a
protective factor (i.e, allowing individuals to cope with difficult situations), the suppression of
feelings can also lead an individual to ruminate over personally distressing social situations
(Eisenberg and Sulik, 2012). That is, an individual who uses emotion suppression as a means of
coping with a difficult situation may paradoxically feel more distress. As a result, the individual
avoids similar situations in the future because s/he believes s/he is unable to cope. It is also
possible that low social self-efficacy may lead an individual to believe that s/he is unable to
confront a difficult interpersonal situation and therefore suppress the negative emotions that
result from witnessing the bullying situation. Experimental designs would better tease apart the
temporal relationship between emotion suppression and social self-efficacy.
In summary, the current study aimed to examine how empathy, moral disengagement,
and emotion regulation interrelate to predict bystanding in response to cyberbullying. The
findings showed that empathy and emotion regulation play a role in predicting active and passive
bystanding. Specifically, individuals with higher levels of empathy were active bystanders.
Those with high levels of emotion suppression, a type of emotion regulation, were less likely to
intervene and were instead passive bystanders.
Active Bystanding and Empathy
Previous research has found that empathy is related to active bystanding (Ang & Goh,
2010; Caravita et al., 2009; Van Cleemput et al., 2014). However the nature of this relationship
has been shown to vary dependent upon the different definitions of both empathy and
bystanding. Nonetheless, most studies have found a negative correlation between empathy and
passive bystanding (Gini et al., 2007; Caravita et al., 2009; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). Thus, I
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hypothesized that individuals with higher levels of empathy would experience more distress and
therefore be more likely to intervene. Consistent with previous findings (Belacchi & Farina,
2012), the present study did indeed show that higher levels of empathy in those who witnessed
cyberbullying predicted higher rates of intervening (i.e., “active” bystanding). Interestingly,
after accounting for the direct relationship between empathy and active bystanding, the
relationship between social self-efficacy and active bystanding was no longer significant. Other
studies using structural equation modeling found that the relationship between empathy and
active bystander intervention was stronger than that of social self-efficacy in traditional bullying
settings (Gini, Albiero, Benelli, Altoe, 2008). It may be that social self-efficacy is a less powerful
predictor of active bystanding in online situations, particularly after accounting for empathy. It is
possible that the lack of a significant relationship between social self-efficacy and active
involvement may be due to the anonymity associated with cyberbullying, and so the effect of
social self-efficacy may be weakened. A more important predictor would be the degree of
empathy for the suffering of another person.
Passive Bystanding Predictors
I hypothesized that social self-efficacy and moral disengagement beliefs would both
mediate the relationship between empathy and bystanding. Consistent with this hypothesis, I
found that the relationship between empathy and passive bystanding is mediated by both moral
disengagement and social self-efficacy. Lower levels of empathy predicted more moral
disengagement, which in turn predicted a higher degree of passive bystanding. Social selfefficacy also mediated the relationship between empathy and emotion regulation with passive
bystanding. High levels of empathy predicted higher levels of social self-efficacy, whereas low
levels of emotion suppression were correspondingly related to lower levels of social self-
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efficacy. Gini and colleagues (2008) found that, in contrast to active bystanding (i.e., defending
someone against a bully), social self-efficacy had a stronger negative relationship with passive
bystanding. Diminished beliefs in one’s ability to intervene successfully in a conflict situation
may deter the individual from becoming involved in an online bullying situations, whereas
increased empathy may overpower these beliefs and motivate the person to intervene.
Limitations
One limitation of the present study is the reliance on self-report. Implicit in studies with
self-report measures is the assumption that the responses of participants as both accurate and
honest. Although the questionnaires used in this study repeatedly emphasized confidentiality and
the importance of honest responding, some participants may not have depicted their behavior
accurately. Social desirability may have affected the answers of some participants such that they
wanted to depict an ideal version of themselves. Future research might use experimental study
designs in which participants are asked to actually respond to instances of presumed
cyberbullying, so as to avoid the limitations associated with self-report. Designs that incorporate
the use of confederates may help to further elucidate the phenomenon of passive bystanding.
Implications and Future Research
The current study examined responses to cyberbullying in a college student population
that to date has received little attention in research. Findings from this study have identified some
variables that seem to play a role in active versus passive bystanding. Previous research has
indicated that when a person intervenes, the likelihood that bullying will continue decreases
(Salmivalli et al., 2011). By better understanding what predicts active bystanding, we may be
able to design prevention and intervention programs for college students that deal effectively
with bullying, both on- and offline. The present findings indicate that individuals’ level of
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empathy increases the likelihood they will intervene in bullying situations. Therefore, emphasis
on empathy-related teachings and development may be an important focus of future prevention
and intervention efforts designed to reduce cyberbullying.
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Table 1
Demographics
Total N
Gender

Ethnicity

Hispanic
Classification

Age

Males:
Females:
Declined to Respond:
Caucasian:
African American:
Asian:
Mixed:
Other:
American Indian/ Native American:
Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander:
Declined to Respond:
Yes
No
Freshmen:
Sophomore:
Junior:
Senior:
Non-Matriculated:
Mean:
Mode:

400
193
204
3
224
62
50
17
10
7
2
18
74
325
209
98
54
36
1
19.08
18
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Table 2
Latent Variables of Interest and descriptive statistics, as modeled in the Structural Equation
Model Being Tested.
Avg
SD
F1: Emotion Suppression V1
ERQ, Question 2
4.96 1.70
(V1-V4)
V2
ERQ, Question 4
2.60 1.45
V3
ERQ, Question 6
4.06 1.76
V4
ERQ, Question 9
4.02 1.71
F2: Empathic Concern V5
IRI, Parcel 1 (Questions 1 and 4)
5.03 1.23
(V5-V8)
V6
IRI, Parcel 2 (Questions 22 and 18)
5.33 1.27
V7
IRI, Parcel 3 (Questions 20 and 14)
5.12 1.23
V8
IRI, Parcel 4 (Question 9)
5.49 1.46
F3: Subjective Distress V9
BMI, Negative 2
3.65 .93
(V9-V11)
V10 BMI, Negative 4
3.61 .97
V11 BMI, Negative 6
3.61 1.00
F4: Moral
V12 MoMD, Euphamistic Labeling Subscale
6.55 1.64
Disengagement (V12V13 MoMD, Advantageous Comparison Subscale 5.02 1.41
V19)
V14 MoMD, Displacement of Responsibility
5.85 1.61
Subscale
V15 MoMD, Diffusion of Responsibility
6.32 1.83
Subscale
V16 MoMD, Distortion of Consequences
5.81 1.61
Subscale
V17 MoMD, Attribution of Blame Subscale
6.03 1.52

F5: Self-Efficacy
(V20-V24)

F6: Baseline Distress
(V25-V27)
F7: Active Bystanding
(V28-30)
F8: Passive Bystanding

V18
V19
V20
V21
V22

MoMD, Dehumanization Subscale
MoMD, Moral Justification Subscale
PSSE, Parcel 1 (Questions 19, 22, 13, 2, 9)
PSSE, Parcel 2 (Questions 1, 7, 21, 11,3)
PSSE, Parcel 3 (Questions 15,20,25,4,18)

5.20
8.66
3.63
3.31
3.38

1.52
2.03
.84
.85
.86

V23
V24

PSSE, Parcel 4 (Questions 6,14,23,5,24)
PSSE, Parcel 5 (Questions 12,10,16,8,17)

3.23
3.09

.90
.90

V25
V26
V27
V28

BMI, Negative 1
BMI, Negative 3
BMI, Negative 5
Response to Scenario 1, Question 5

3.60
3.46
3.54
4.70

.86
.93
1.00
2.25

V29
V30

Response to Scenario 2, Question 5
Response to Scenario 3, Question 5

4.41
4.42

2.40
2.43

V31

Response to Scenario 1, Question 8

2.76

2.10
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(V31-V33)

V32
V33

Response to Scenario 2, Question 8
Response to Scenario 3, Question 8

2.73
2.61

2.15
2.10
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Table 3

Descriptive statistics exploring the occurrence of cyberbullying.
Frequency

Percent

In the last 30 days, I have cyberbullied others:
Never
Once or Twice
A Few Times
Many Times

341
46
9
2

85.3%
11.5%
2.3%
0.5%

In the last 30 days, I have been cyberbullied:
Never
Once or Twice
A Few Times
Many Times

344
35
18
3

86.0%
8.8%
4.5%
0.8%

In my entire life, I have cyberbullied others:
Never
Seldom
Sometimes
Fairly Often
Often
Very Often

204

51.0%

149

37.3%

42

10.5%

2

0.5%

2

0.5%

1

0.3%

In my entire life, I have been cyberbullied:
Never
Seldom
Sometimes
Fairly Often
Often
Very Often

139
154
75
20
6
4

34.8%
38.5%
18.8%
5.0%
1.5%
1.0%
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Table 4

Standardized path coefficients and R2 values.
Endogenous Latent Variables
F3 (Subjective Distress)
F4 (Moral Disengagement)
F5 (Self- Efficacy)
F7 (Active Bystanding)
F8 (Passive Bystanding)

=
=
=
=
=

Standardized Paths
.982*F6 + .187 D3
.110*F3 - .425*F2 + .898 D4
-.197*F1 + + .159*F2 + .974 D5
.197*F2 + .980 D7
.129*F4 - .133*F5 + .981 D8

R2 Values
.965
.193
.064
.39
.037

Note. F1, F2, and F6 are exogenous variables and therefore have no predicted R2 value. F1
corresponds to Emotion Suppression, F2 is Empathy, and F6 is Baseline Distress.
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Table 5

Initial and final fit indices for the measurement model and structural model.
S-B χ2

df

CFI

SRMR

AGFI

RMSEA

RMSEA
95% CI

Measurement Model
Initial

1143.78*

464

.936

.065

.792

.061

.057, .065

Final

866.95*

464

.953

.053

.849

.047

.042, .052

Structural Model
Initial

1022.04*

481

.937

.098

.833

.053

.049, .058

Final

993.95*

484

.941

.089

.838

.052

.047, .056

Note. Suggested values to retain a model were as follows: Comparative Fit Index = CFI (≥.95),
Standardized Root Mean Residual (≤.08), Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index = AGFI (≥.90) and
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation = RMSEA (≤.06).
*p<.001
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Figure 1A. Lab generated scenario depicting cyberbullying through a Facebook status in which
a user is attacked over her weight.
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Figure 1B. Lab generated scenario depicting cyberbullying through anonymous Tumblr posts in
which a user writes about receiving financial aid.
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Figure 1C. Lab generated scenario depicting cyberbullying through an Instagram post in which
a mutual friend is attacked.

	
  

Figure 2. Initial Structural Model

MORAL BELIEFS AND CYBERBULLYING 35

	
  

MORAL BELIEFS AND CYBERBULLYING 36

Figure 3. Final Structural Model with Unstandardized Path Coefficients
*p<. 05

